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Abstract 
India is a multilingual and multiscriptal country; however, with globalization, there is an increasing demand for education in 
English despite the fact that neither parents nor children know English. This paper examines the first year of school instruction 
where children aged 3;6 learn to form the components and letters of the English alphabet. I focus on how four children try to 
make sense of literacy through English. With formal school instruction, they begin to limit their notions of literacy to writing the 
alphabet sequence, and move their sense-  
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1. Introduction 
India is a multilingual and multiscriptal country, where school children are required to learn three languages the 
state language, Hindi, and English that use different scripts. With globalization, there is an increasing demand for 
education in English despite the fact that neither parents nor children know English. As a result, many schools have 
 language 
background and the lack of parental support for first-generation learners. The quality of instruction is becoming a 
matter of concern, as surveys show that Indian schoolchildren perform below international standards on literacy 
skills even in elite schools (Educational Initiatives, 2006), but no studies have documented classroom instruction in 
early literacy through English, or how children respond to such instruction. This paper attempts to fill this gap by 
-making behaviors in the first six months of formal school instruction. 
2. Background of the Study 
The data come from two schools: an urban school and a semi-rural school in South India. Parents in the urban 
school are literate in an Indian language, but not in English. In the semi-rural school, the parents are illiterate, and 
the fathers work as manual laborers in factories or farms. At home, most of the children speak Kannada, but a few 
children come from homes where Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam or Hindi is spoken.  
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When children enter the formal educational system, they lack two crucial components of early literacy: they do 
not know English and they are unfamiliar with print. Writing is a second-order symbol system (Vygotsky, 1962), so 
language, whether spoken or written, forms the base for writing (  et al., 1998; Purcell-Gates, 2004); 
however, the children in this study do not know the language on to which the symbols are mapped. Second, the 
work in emergent literacy shows that familiarity with print is an important precursor of literacy (Clay, 1985), which 
is acquired through family activities, such as storybook reading (Heath, 1982), and interaction with print in the home 
(Purcell-Gates, 1991; 1996). Since these are not traditional practices in India where literacy is left to the formal 
education system, children enter school with little or no idea of the purpose and forms of print, which is exacerbated 
in the case of first-generation learners.  
Instruction is designed to circumvent these two gaps by focusing on writing. For the first year, children trace and 
form the basic letter strokes, the letters of the English alphabet in upper case and lower case, and numbers from 1 to 
100. This bypasses the need to know the language and also provides parents and administrators with a tangible 
product that can be evaluated. To develop proficiency in English, all teacher talk is in English and as further 
language input, children are taught nursery rhymes and the names of fruits, etc. Concepts about print is not 
addressed; the instructional material for the first two years is limited to slates/ copybooks and it is only two years 
later in Grade 1 that children encounter connected discourse in their textbooks.  
3. The Data 
In the first two months of instruction, most of the children treat written marks as non-linguistic representations 
(Ferreiro and Teberosky, 1982). When taught to form the letter components, such as curves, they treated these as 
drawings. Their written products were a combination of letters, numbers, and drawings scattered at random over the 
page. However, some children displayed an active engagement with literacy as they tried to make sense of the 
activity of writing and reading, which I describe below through the cases of four children.  
3.1. Leela: Writing behavior 
Leel
-consciously adopted an adult pose by crossing her legs and balancing the book on 
her lap (Figure 1a). Again, unlike the other children who could not remain on task for more than a few seconds and 
were using talk to support their activity, Leela wrote silently with immense concentration for several minutes at a 
time. Her products (Figure 1b) looked remarkably like 
invented symbols resembling the Kannada script, arranged systematically on horizontal lines, ad extending to the 
hem with more arbitrary symbols. 
Her products do not contain any pictures, unlike the work of the other children who combined letters and pictures. 
two balloons, but used the 
same term for another section of the text. Leela still has to realize that symbols convey meaning, that is, they 
represent the same meaning/sound every time.  
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3.2 Amit: Letter strings have meaning 
In the second month of school, Amit produced the artifact shown in Figure 2 and carefully explained it to me in 
drawing was of a bi
has linked writing to pictures, because he realizes that writing has meaning. In forming the letter strings, he uses the 
constraints of number and variety (Ferreiro, 1985), namely, each string requires a minimum number of written 
different combination of letters. Since the letters do not match the sounds (either in English or in Hindi), the child 
still has to realize that letters represent sounds. 
  
 
3.3 Nisarga: Manipulating symbols  
Nisarga had been taught at home how to write her name in English; the spelling varied (NAIR or NIRCABA), 
but the first letter, N, remained constant, as it tends to be salient for the child (Treiman and Broderick, 1998). Figure 
3 shows how she wrote her name and that of her friend, Chaturya, using letters from her own name with a few 
changes to create a new word. The child has already grasped that idea that letters form words and that letters can be 
changed to create a different meaning. 
NAIR 
NIRK 
 
Figure 3. Names of a Child and her Friend 
3.4 Bela: Impact of instruction 
When Bela entered school she already knew how to write her name. However, it was only when she could 
 
 
Figure 4. Realization of writing 
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3.5 After Five Months 
Once children began learning the alphabet sequence, they merely produced this sequence for two months when 
asked to write. Either they were focusing on mastering this sequence or they had begun to realize that school valued 
such a product, which is what we see in the case 
do any more. 
reason perhaps is the sheer monotony of the instruction: for five months, they had been practising the alphabet 
sequence in upper case letters and now they were doing the same with lower case letters.  
teach
in reverse, i.e., from right to left, turned the page and wrote it in the correct direction. The next day, she wrote the 
letters in two different formats as a linear sequence and repeated in columns (Figure 5). 
 
Figure 5. Experimentation with Format 
 
The instructional focus on forming letters and learning letter names resulted in a dead-end for the children. After 
five months, most of the children in the urban school were able to identify individual letters on their schoolbags and 
lunch boxes, but not a single child could combine them into a word; more troubling is the fact that they did not even 
know that the letters formed a word.  
The problem is i .   
Interviewer: Write cat. 
Child: [draws a cat] 
Interviewer: Can you write cat? 
Child: [draws another cat] 
Interviewer: [writes cat beneath the drawing and points to the word]. What is this? 
Child: Small letter c, small letter a  
Teacher: [interrupting] We have not come to small letter t. 
Interviewer: [writes CAT beneath the drawing]. What is this? 
Child: Capital letter C, capital letter A, capital letter T. 
Interviewer: What is C-A-T? 
Child [silence] 
 
The poverty of the instructional input, particularly the absence of the link between letters, sounds and meaning, 
appears to be holding children back from developing their notions of literacy. Children used the limited set of 
symbols at their disposal (English letters and nu
produced further drawings with labels, but since instruction had not moved to sounds and words, he experimented 
by adding numbers to his letter strings. Additional input through environmental print and storybooks may help 
establish the link with meaning. Bela, for instance, opened a storybook and recited an unrelated nursery rhyme. 
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Then she sat alone in a corner, found a page with words and pictures for tall and small, and acted out tall and small 
repeatedly saying the English words she knew tall and short. 
4. Conclusion 
Although children in India are expected to acquire literacy in an unfamiliar language and the instructional 
methods ignore language and authentic written texts, children attempt to make sense of literacy as I tried to show 
above. Unfortunately, many of their insights do not come from formal instruction, but from caregivers. As they 
proceed through formal schooling, they experiment with the limited symbols at their disposal to understand concepts 
such as print directionality and the layout of texts, and use authentic texts such as storybooks to find the link 
between print and meaning.  
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